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Why Save
Endangered
Species?

Since life began on this planet, countless crea
tures have come and gone—rendered extinet by
naturally charging physical and hiological
conditions.

I extinction is soemeliomes et of the nalorsl
arcler, and i many other species remain, some
people asle “Why save endangered species? What
malkes these animals and plants so special that
IEDH?? and effort should be spent to consere
therns

Congress addressed these questions in the
preamble 1o the Endangered Species Act of 1973,
tecoqnizing that endangered species of fish,
wildlife, and plants “are of asthetic, ecolagical,
educational, historical, recreational, and scientific
valie 1o The Nation and ils people Tnothis state-
rni-:nl, CUHQTE‘.‘."GS WS .‘\"IJTT'ITT'IHT]Z'ng i T'IlITT'l|:'.h.’-E!' lf'rf
convinsing argurnenls advanced by scienlisls,
consarvalionists, and others who are greatly
concerned by the disappearance ol unigue
creatures,

Untortunately, we can no longer attribute 1he
accelerating decline of our wild animals and plants
ta “natural” pracesses. Blologists know that today's
danger to wildlife most often results from habdtat
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degradation. environmental pallution, the inlro-
duction of exolic (nen-native) erganismes, and
explaitation—all generally as a direc! result of
human aclivilies,

Alihough conservation efforts hawve begun io
reenl years, mankind is still exlerminating entire
species at an ever-increasing rale, Since the Pil
urims landed at Plymouth Kock in 1620, more
than 500 speries. subspecies, and varicties of
our Mation's plants and animals have become
extinet —ost torever. [By contrast, during the 3,000
years of the Pleisiocene [oe Age, all of North
America lost only about three species evary 100
years | The siluation today is even waorse in other
parts of he world.

The Benefits
of Natural
Diversity

Mo creature exists in
a vacuurt. All living
things are part of a
complex, delicately
halanced nenwvork
called the hosphere,

It is composed ol
ceosysterns, e study
af which includes the
set of inlereelationships
between plants and animals

and their physical environmenl, The removal of a
single species can set off a chain eaction affecting
many others. It has baen estimated, for example,
that a disappearing planl can take with it up e
30 other species, including insects, higher animals,
and even other plants. The full significance ol an

o

extinction is ool ﬂlwi&ﬁ readily ap[ﬁamn’r: much
remains (o be learned, and the full long-lern
impacts are dillicult to predict.

Medicine. Each living thing contains a unique
reservoir ol genetic material that has evolved over
sons ol time, and cannat be retrieved or duplicaled
il losl. Seientists have partially investigated s lar
only a small fraction of the world's speoies and
have begqun to unravel a few of iheir chemical
secrets to determine possible benelils 1o mankind.
Mo matter how smiall or obscure a species, it could
one day be of direct aid to all of us. It was “only™ a
fungus that gave us penicillin, and certain plants
have yielded subslances used in drugs to treat hear
disease, cancer, and a variely of other serious
illressses. Al least o quarter of all prescriptions
wrillen: annually in the United States condain
chernicals discovered in plants and animals. 1
ese organisms had been destroned belore their
chemistries were known, their secrets would have
died with them.

Agriculture. Many seemingly insignilicant lorms
wl lite are beginning to show imporlant utlitarian
benetits in areas such as agriculiure. Some fammers
are beginning to use insects and other animals

that compete with or prey on certain crop pests,

as well as asing planls containing nataral-tozin
compounds thal repel harmful insects. These are
called “hiological conlrols,” and in many cases they
are a safe. «lleclive, and less expensive alternative
to synthelic chemicals,

Thamas Jellerson once wrole that “the greatesl
service which can be rendered any country is lo
ndd o useful plant to its culture, especially a
breadagrain.” It has baen estimated thatl there are
almost 80000 species of edible planls, of which
lewer than 20 produce $H) percent ol the world's
tood, If underutilized speacies are conserved, they
could help o feed growing populations, One arain
native to the Greal Lakes States, Indian wild rice, is
superior in prolein o most demesticated rice, and
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ils increasing commgrcial production is eaming
rillions of dollars aonually, Crossing i wath a
related but endangered species, Texas wild-rice,
could perhaps result in a strain adaplable {o olher
regions. Flant collectors are now seeking oul
remaining wild strains of many common crops.
such as wheat and eorn, for work on new bybrids
mare resistant to crop diseases, pests, and marginal
climatic conditions,

lndustey is also ncreasingly reking use of
wild planls. Two species in parlicular thal show
irmportant polential are dhe jojoba and De guagole
The jojoba produces an oil with many unigue
properties that are suitable tor a variety of indus-
trial processes. In the past. the ool comparable
ail was derived from the sperm whale, but over
harvesing has brought this great marine marmmal
ten the brink of extinction. The quayule is a shrub
romtaining high amounts of natural rubber, as
well as a resin rich in other valuable substances.
Reith plants aroa n the deserts of the sourthwestern
Unided Slates, giving econore value to lands oot
suilable for olther agricnllural purposes, and they
could provide domeslic sources of prodacts thal
wioull olherwize bave Lo be rmporlad,
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Environmental Monitors. Many individual
spocies ave uniguely imporlant as indicators of
envitonmental qualing, The rapid decling in bald
eagles and peregrine falcons was a deamatic
warning of the dangers of DOT & strong, once
widely userd pesticide that accumulates o bodsy
Lisstaes. (Ms elffect on these birds was to bamper
fertility and wyg-halching suceess) In another
example, certain planls, such as the eastern white
pitee, are particularly good indicaiors of excess
ozone; sulfur dioxide, and other air pollutanis, TF
ware not for species like these, we may nol e
knoswn about the elfects of some contaminanls
unlil mere damage was done.

Asice from the more concrele reasons for
preserving endangered species, moral consider
ations are often menlioned, Many people beliave
that every creature, atter adapling [or tThousands
or even millions of years to il o conatanily
changing environment, has an intrinsic right 1o
exist. Exterminaling other forms of life, they say,
wanld not enly ko shorsighted, but wrong—
especially since the species could rever be
replaced. Mankind would also be the loser; being
aceuslomed L diversily in nature, the quality of
Farmers life wonld be diminished

Ecosystems
under

Pressure

Hawail is a classic example ol an ecosysleam
unbalanced by man. In 1794, Western expslorers
introduced cattle and sheep to the islands, and later
borses and goats, which were allowed 1o rmultiply
ancl run wild, During the 1800%, herds of these anc
ather livestack anirmals meved fnte the forests and,
by destroying many native plants through owver-
qrazing, r:t:-graded the habitat of birds that, in
isolarion over centuries, had adapted to this deli-
cate island eeosystem. Accidentally inhoduced rats
berame serious predators of both sea birds and
forest birds, and the misquided importation ol the
mangonse as a pest control only aggravated the



problem. Human seltlement and agriculwre,
meanwhile, conlinue Lo claim wildlife habitat,
Today, 29 of Hawaii's endemic birds and its only
2 nalive mammals are listed as endangered: aver
B8 of ils native plants also are considered jeop-
arclized or possibly extinet, largely bacause ol over-
grazing and competition with introduced e, At
least 65 species of animals and 45 plants have
disappeared forever.

Mot anly island environments are under
pressure. A porlion of the San Marcos River
systern, in southoentral Texas, contains the only
hahital for four endangered and threatened
species: the fountain davter and San Marcos
aambusia (fishes), the San Marcos salamander,
and the Texas wild rice. These orgarmsms lave
pvolved over time to specific hahilal elements, and
disruption of the fragile aquatic ecosustern could
result in their extinetion. The pracarious status of
lese and many other rave species is an indication
ol lhow little original habitar remams.

Under the Endangered Species Act of 19973, the
LIS, Fish and Wildlife Service has priman respon-
sibility to preserve not only jeopardized Tile, bt

' alen the nalural resources
any which life depends.

The conselilion of planl
and animal species,

e, is a gauge o
measure how much
of our world sl
supports a healthy
eryiranment
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Mewre knowledue o complele ecosysterns can help
us ter better understand, amnd protect, the require
menls of all lile—including the human species.

Endangerad means here s slill limoe, but
extinetion s forever,

How You
Can Help

Tha conservalion and recovery of Threalened
and endangered species is a tremendous and
everdincreasing challenge. Throuah the ellords
of the LS, Fishoand Wildlile Service, and its
rnoperalive programs with some States, other
governinetilal agencies, and private conservation
groups, many jeopardized creatures now have
i beller chance of survival. But the assistance
ol everyone—including private citizens and
organizations s essential one nead not he A
seientist or a government official 1o help

Here is whar you can do-

= Mot States have programs Lo protect rare
amrnals and plants, Write your State fish and
garne/nalural resources department to find out
which species are rare in your area, and what is
being done to conserve therm

# Visit one of the nearly 400 National Wildlife
Eeluges near vou, where ervironmental education
specialists describe tesident wildlife, its needs, and
management. Many refuges are now developing
prograns to encourags voluntesr work by e
public, including such activities as bird counling
and habitat clean-up.

= Dot by exetic o wild anitmals as pets, or plants
niot of eullivaled origin, They are often veng ditficult
tey ke, e may be protected species,

= Report viclalions of conservation lasws to your
lreal Federal or State authorities,

¢ Pelure Iravelling overseas, wirite the TS, Tish and
Wilkllife Service, Publications Undt, Washingron,
D 20240, tor a copy of “Tacts About Federal
Wildlife Laws,” and lists of protected species, to
learn what itemns cannot be imported
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= Leatn what vou can about wildlife and 1is
problems. Among other sources. vou can consull:

1. the comprehensive publication, e
Meaang There s Sl Tirme, on sale lrom the U,
Giowernrmien| Prinling (Hlice, Washington, [
20302,

2. he Maltional Marine Fisheries Service,
Deparlment ol Commerce, Washington, DLC.
20235, about whales, seals, and other marine
species,

4. the Animal and Flant Health Inspection Sendice,
Diepartroent of Agriculiure, Washington, T0.0
20250, abowl imparting or exporting pels and
Federally requlated plant species,

. velerence boaks and divertories al your local
libeary: especially useful w the Corsersedion
Fliracton pnh]is.'%::-?[‘] b b Nehional Wildlile
Federation

e thaaihid e noerdien” et 15 Dilflon,
ety Fhcios gt ol Block ot the sun
Jon BOGER, PRE DOSSERGEr BINEIN v
ceareni foreed e e faintill pseesee
Dt 38 con Be fowinicd caide s o sitene

EEIE e e Jens enwseiens, The soene Jaie
eretn ey et avieads s phants
LEMESE L AT i)

i

A il

Department of the Interior
U.8. Fish and
Wildlife Service

-As the Nation's principal conservation agency,

the Department of the Interior has responsibility
for most of our nationally ewned public lands

A natural resources. This ineludes fostering

the wisesl use of our laond and water resouroes,
prolecting our fish and wildlile, preserving the
ervvirorunental and cullural values ol our -
natiohal parks and historical places, and
providing for the enjoyment of life through
outdoot recreation. The Department assesses
ot eherdqy-and mineral resaurces and works to
assure that their development is in the best

“interasts of all aur people, The Department also

has a major responsibility for American Indian
resenvation communilias and for people whe
biver e island lerritories under TS,
adrministralion.
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